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This book is dedicated to all the pioneering men and women of science and technology whose wisdom and genius has elevated civilization and made the world in which we live a better place. And to those enterprising leaders of the fishing industry who have embraced that science and technology to create the smartest artificial baits ever presented to sport fish.


FOREWORD

No matter how sophisticated an angler you may be, fishing will always have an element of mystery. If the mystery and the challenge weren’t there, fishing would not have the appeal it does to millions of people. It doesn’t matter if your preference is freshwater or salt or both, game fish seem to get more sophisticated and harder to fool with each passing year. That’s because the smartest fish survive to spawn and give birth to even smarter fish.

Whether you are a casual user of artificial lures, simply thought about trying them sometime, or you’re a dedicated aficionado, count on discovering that many of the old-time baits are not as effective as they once were. The newest artificials are much more realistic and boast scientific designs that trigger fish into striking them. Angelo Peluso calls these artificials smart baits and guides the reader from early designs to the most modern on the market today. He points out that the latest and most effective artificials rely on space-age synthetics, realistic designs, and applied science.

The earliest examples of artificial baits copied the size, shape, and characteristics of a fish’s natural prey. As Angelo points out, all of these lures may work when fish are in an active feeding mode and ready to attack anything they can ingest. Today’s smart baits try to do one more thing: They attempt to stimulate fish into attacking a lure when they are not in a feeding state. It should be noted that fish expend a great deal of energy when they are feeding and often spend hours afterward basically resting while they digest the food. Consider, too, that the colder the water, the shorter the feeding time, the longer the time to digest, the less frequently that they will feed, as well as the shorter distance and slower speed they will chase a lure.

With all the space-age artificials available for purchase, my favorite lure is still the very versatile lead-headed bucktail. If I were limited to only one lure, that would be my choice. Most anglers don’t know that every saltwater survival kit in World War II contained one. Today’s bucktails are dramatically better than the original deer hair models. Bucktails now have realistic heads that work better on the retrieve, laser-sharpened hooks, holographic eyes, plus natural as well as synthetic materials for tails. Add a soft plastic extended tail to the bucktail and it becomes one of the most efficient and productive artificials available.

To be successful in today’s marketplace as well as on the water, smart baits must have the capacity to create the perception of live food. When you think about it, an artificial lure is simply a deceptive imposter of a fish’s natural food. Fish primarily rely on smell, sound, and sight to locate and isolate a food source. A well-engineered smart bait must appeal to one or more of these senses as it moves through the water. Years ago, anglers had to impart all the action to an artificial. Now, many of the smart baits create their own action.

If a particular type of lure catches fish, it often will work in both freshwater and salt. Angelo calls these crossover lures. A well-designed plastic worm is a perfect example. I have personally caught everything on one from largemouth bass and pike to bonefish and sailfish. And, you can add them as tails on other lures. Consider, too, that soft plastics can absorb scent, which also attracts fish.

Based on the latest science as well as practical field experience, Angelo Peluso’s An Angler’s Guide To Smart Baits is not a book to be read and then put aside. It is a volume that belongs in every angler’s library as an ongoing reference. If you presently fish artificial lures in freshwater or salt, or if you hope to fish them in the future, you have to read this book. I’ve fished in more countries than I can count for more species than I can remember, and I still learned a lot reading this book. I guarantee you will too.

—Mark Sosin


PREFACE

I have been infatuated with fish ever since I was a young boy. My uncle Tony introduced me to the hobby of keeping tropical fish. He helped set up my first tank, and from there I soon entered the realm of raising live bearers. Before long I had seven operating fish tanks in a spare room of my parents’ apartment. Not having access back then to the plethora of today’s electronic toys that all kids seem to now enjoy, I would sit in that room for hours and watch the fish: how they swam, how they fed, and how they interacted with their tank mates. It was fascinating to me to observe those behaviors, and that pastime further fueled my fascination with fish. My tropical fish hobby eventually developed into a yearning to catch fish, and by the age of ten I had caught my first yellow perch on a Pearl Wobbler spoon.

My dad rowed me around a small lake in upstate New York during one of our annual vacation treks to the country. I had just gotten a new-fangled spinning rod and reel, and was getting the knack of casting when the lure stopped dead and my line came alive with the throbbing of a fighting fish. That catch for me was as close to fishing magic as was possible. The fact that a fish would actually eat a “make-believe” imitation of something live intrigued me more than Mickey Mantle and Roger Maris belting home runs out of the “house that Ruth built,” and set in motion a quest to continue to catch fish on artificial baits.
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The vintage Pearl Wobbler used to catch my first fish on an artificial lure.

At one point in my maturation as an angler, largemouth bass became the focus of most of my attention, and I fished for them almost exclusively. Although I enjoyed catching bass on both top-water and swimming plugs, a beneficial byproduct of bass fishing was the exposure to a seemingly endless array of artificial baits, and continual innovation of those lures. Over the years I also became somewhat proficient at catching bass on crank baits, spinner baits, suspending baits, jigs, plastic worms, and a wide assortment of soft plastic baits. The fact that each form of those artificial baits had unique applications required me to learn different techniques and retrieves. Those methods paid handsomely with other fishing endeavors, since such skills are often transferable from one species to the next, and from freshwater to saltwater. Furthermore, as bass fishing transitioned to a competitive sport, manufacturers raised the bar for lure performance by creating new adaptations to artificial lures that would give anglers novel advantages over their quarry.

While freshwater bass and trout had captivated much of my attention as a young angler, perhaps the biggest moment in my development as a saltwater angler occurred the moment I hooked and landed my first striped bass. The year was 1964, and the place was on the outskirts of the Bronx, under the City Island bridge. It amazes me that I can still completely visualize that entire event as the epiphany unfolded. I stood on a concrete abutment under the small bridge, casting a jointed Rebel Minnow on a medium-action spinning rod.

The tide was running strong and a current seam had formed well within casting distance of my position. I had made dozens of casts as dusk enveloped the area. And then one fateful cast placed the swimming lure at the edge of the seam. Two twitches of the rod tip was all it took for the bass to strike. Once landed and released that bass and the artificial I caught it on set a series of events in motion that would govern the way I would forever fish. Not too long after that first striped bass, I began fishing a cove located not far from that same bridge. This cove had a reputation among “old salts” as being a local honey hole for striped bass. A friend of mine had a car, so we took frequent trips to this spot. While our striper luck fishing this cove was far from what we had expected, the old-time regulars finally acknowledged our presence and were willing to share their knowledge of the rising and falling tides, and more importantly, the habits of local striped bass. One day fishing in that cove sealed the deal for me with artificial lures. Neither my friend nor I nor anyone else in that cove had caught or even hooked a bass. Although the resident “sharpies” had been fishing bait, they threw in the towel and talked about trying again on another day. Yet, my friend and I continued to cast. Making non-stop repetitive casts, I found myself somewhat in a zone that had become akin to a mindless routine. If I made one cast that day I must have made a thousand.
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The classic Rebel Minnow that hooked my first striped bass has endured the test of time.

The old-time bait-fishermen just sat and watched. I heard one say: “They won’t catch anything fishing like that. Times like this all the fish want is bait.” I paid no attention to that unsolicited advice and kept casting. Just about the time the tide was halfway to its high point, we noticed the dimpling of bait on the surface and the dorsal fins of feeding fish. We couldn’t quite reach those fish but we waited. Finally, with rising water and bait movement, the fish were within our range, and then we caught striped bass one after another until our arms gave out. One of the old timers shouted over to me, “That’s what it means to keep pluggin’. You guys deserve those fish.” More so than the acknowledged acceptance into that cove’s inner circle, the lessons of that experience convinced me that artificial baits are not only effective, but my preferred way to fish.

The allure of artificial baits opened up an entirely new world for me, so much so that to this day I rarely use any form of natural bait when fishing. Whether casting hard baits, soft baits, metal lures, or flies, today’s anglers can feel confident that their baits are the embodiment of space-age synthetics, realistic designs, and applied science. Furthermore, contemporary lure designers have a thorough understanding of both game fish and prey behaviors and physiology, and anglers now enjoy some of the most sophisticated and intriguing artificial baits ever available to anglers. So please join me on a journey of discovery into the “smartest” baits ever to tempt fish to strike.

—Angelo Peluso Long Island Sound, 2017


INTRODUCTION

Primitive man’s primary goal was quite fundamental: to stay alive. Living in a world where the basic daily operating premise was to eat or be eaten, our ancient ancestors had to manipulate their environments or perish. They especially needed to gain a competitive advantage over those carnivores that would delight in dining on their two-legged neighbors. Just think where modern humankind would be if those first cave dwellers didn’t engage their “flight” mechanisms and elude the saber tooth tigers that stalked them. Natural selection would surely have prevailed. But they persevered and they overcame daunting challenges. While shelter and clothing were the easier of the three basic necessities of life for the primitives to acquire, the ability to gather food was very much dependent upon instincts and a learned set of skills. Early hunters used whatever was available to incapacitate and kill prey. They learned through trial and error that sticks and stones could indeed break bones, and that smashing rocks to skulls caused a blunt force trauma that could kill their next meal. They also figured out that pointed sticks thrust into the vital organs of prey also got the job done.

With time and experience they sharpened sticks to form more lethal spears, shaped tree branches into wooden clubs, and transformed rocks into bludgeoning instruments like axes. But primeval ingenuity to more efficiently capture game would not be stifled. Concealed dug-out pits, traps, snares, and deadfall devices all complemented the hunter’s simpler arsenal of sticks and stones. An atlatl, or spear-thrower, eventually evolved that enabled the hunter to utilize leverage and stored energy to hurl darts with greater efficiency and speed. Although those primitive hunters may not have been fully aware of the engineering theories behind the design of the atlatl, science nonetheless had begun to creep into their hunting techniques. Bows and arrows were next to come onto the scene. While there is some debate as to whether this occurred seventy thousand or ten thousand years ago, the bow and arrow revolutionized the process of harvesting game animals. And then sometime around the ninth century, the Chinese Tang Dynasty invented gunpowder. Firearms followed, and warfare as well as hunting changed forever.

The harvesting of land-based animals was not the only game in town for early primitives. Fish, too, were a major source of sustenance. Finfish and seafood were unquestionably on the menu of those Neanderthals and Homo sapiens living near fresh water or salt water. Evidence of fishing activities dates back more than forty thousand years. Indications of fishing exist in numerous forms: archaeological finds of remnant fish bones in primitive encampments and more permanent communities; discarded mollusk shells and shell mounds; and evidence of fish consumption via the extraction of bone collagen from the skeletal remains of early humans. It is also known that our Stone Age ancestors used fish hooks carved from animal bone. Furthermore, primitive fishermen were in some ways like their modern descendants in that they liked to document their food gathering exploits as a means to communicate a hunting and gathering lifestyle. Modern man achieves this through the use of videos, photos, books, and social media, while the Neanderthals and early humans used cave drawings and rock etchings. Since much of that “rock art” depicted mammals, birds, and fish, it is reasonable for us to conclude that animals played a major role in the lives of early man.

Anthropologists believe that the earliest of primitive “fishermen” used their hands to trap and catch fish in streams, rivers, and the shallows of ponds and lakes. While this degree of athletic prowess certainly got the job done, the amount of energy and calories expended to capture a meal was inefficient, and led to the use of various implements and tools that made the task a lot easier. At first spears utilized simple points sharpened into the wood to impale the fish. Over time, chiseled stone and eventually iron was used. Straight points evolved into barbed tips, and devices like gigs emerged with multiple pronged points designed to securely hold speared fish. Nets, fish traps, and even bows and arrows were deployed as a means to catch fish that frequented shallow water in both fresh water and salt water.

Fast forward to “modern” man. It believed that as far back as 2000 BCE, the Egyptians used simple fishing rods and line to catch fish. Other cultures like the Chinese, Japanese, Romans, and Greeks also used rod-like tools to catch fish, presumably in a sporting manner. While those fishing roots extend back thousands of years and were engaged in mostly as a means to secure food, it is generally accepted that recreational sport fishing, or angling as it came to be known, had its first true beginnings with the publication in 1496 of Dame Juliana Berners’s “Treatyse of Fishing with an Angle.” That essay was part of The Book of St. Albans and is considered the first primer on sport fishing. The treatise included information on rod building, lines, baits, artificial flies, and places to fish. Other authors wrote subsequent essays, but the next significant work of the times on the subject of angling, particularly fishing with artificial flies, was the 1653 volume of The Compleat Angler by Izaac Walton.
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Izaac Walton’s classic, The Compleat Angler.

Walton’s defining work generated broad interest in recreational fishing and new growth during the infancy of this emerging sport. From that point forward the world began to see innovations that embraced technologies of the times. More effective hooks and enhanced bamboo rod building techniques emerged, as did methods for the making of fishing lines. Anglers started to use reels to store lines, and line guides started to appear on rods. In addition to traditional natural baits, artificial flies became very popular throughout England and Europe. Along with the eventual colonization of North America, the English brought the traditions of recreational fly fishing with them to the new world. The “sport” took hold in the nineteenth century, endured, and blossomed. After the Industrial Revolution, manufacturers applied major advances in technology and processes to the production of fishing tackle. It was during this time that casting reels began to have a more modern resemblance, and metal, spoon-like lures and artificial wooden plugs began to gain in popularity. At first the early plugs were simple lures carved from blocks of wood with hooks attached, and fashioned in a manner that when retrieved would move about like an injured baitfish or aquatic creature. But anglers of all eras have always sought out the holy grail of lure and baits, seeking a magic of sorts that would enthrall their favorite fish species. Those simple plugs and lures soon began to take on more sophisticated design features. Metal lips caused the wooden plug lures to wiggle seductively or dive when retrieved. Jointed or articulated plugs gave more lifelike action to artificial baits to stimulate more strikes. Lure makers painted the bodies of the lures so as to create a more natural look.
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Classic baitcasting outfit and wooden plug.

Wood and metal artificial baits dominated the fishing scene until the advent of plastics. Those synthetics, along with the use of fiberglass in rod building and the introduction of the spinning reel, fundamentally revolutionized the fishing industry. The post–World War II era put a spotlight on the spinning technique and the popularity of those reels soared, along with lighter and more finessed artificial plastic bait that could then be cast with ease and efficiency. Monofilament lines, and more recently braided lines, added to the sport’s advancement. Sport fishing’s next big leap came as a byproduct of the space age and the materials and technologies that emerged from those achievements of flight. It is common in the current era of manufacturing to see the use of hi-tech materials like boron, titanium, exotic polymers, resins, and nanofibers in modern fishing tackle.

Recreational sport fishing has indeed come a very long way since the days of the cane pole, bobber, and earthworm. While plastic still prevails as a dominant material for hard and soft artificial baits, contemporary lures have evolved to embrace significant science into their designs. That science includes not only the engineering of artificial baits, but also to how lures more accurately mimic the baitfish they are intended to replicate, and the behaviors of fish that will hopefully eat the lures. The blending of all those elements has created the most advanced replicas of aquatic life forms and a generation of baits that are indeed “smarter” than those of previous eras. While many classic and traditional baits are as effective today as they were decades ago, today’s artificial lures are the beneficiaries of advanced technology, engineering, biology, and chemistry. To understand how contemporary hard and soft baits function one needs to also understand the science behind their designs. An Angler’s Guide to Smart Baits will lead you through the maze of contemporary soft and hard baits, as well as their design, functionality, and methods for fishing. In addition, I will address the sensory appeal of modern baits to fish in detail, and methods to maximize modern fishing baits to stimulate the sensory mechanisms of fish to yield greater hook-up ratios. The wisdom of researchers, lure designers, scientists, and lure manufacturers will also hopefully augment your understanding of new-age smart baits. Now join me on this journey of discovery that is sure to make your own fishing experiences more enjoyable and more productive.


CHAPTER 1

FISH DECOYS AND WOODEN PLUGS

Contemporary outdoor sporting traditions are well rooted in prehistoric and primitive pre-occupation with survival. Our ancient predecessors pursued fish and game for one purpose: to put food in the cave. More modern humans have embraced the spirit of the chase to include not only the nutritional value of our harvest but also the inherent sport of it all. Over the course of millennia man adapted his techniques and became ever more efficient in the process of the “hunt.” Primitive spears, hooks and snares evolved into the sophisticated fishing tackle, hunting equipment, and the high-tech gear presently available to us. Within the realm of sport fishing, today’s artificial baits are marvels of modern science in terms of chemistry, technology, and engineering. These fraudulent baits often move, taste, and smell better than the real thing. And some are so anatomically correct you’d be hard pressed to tell authentic from fake. But there was a time in the not-too-distant past—as recently as the early to mid-twentieth century—when modern man still used primitive wooden fish forms, dangled seductively on string, to lure fish to where they could be captured, most often with the use of a spear. Some of the more primitive forms of fish decoys, especially those used by Native Americans, predate by centuries the first wooden plugs. But in all respects these hand-crafted decoys accomplished virtually the same end goal as contemporary plugs and artificial baits: they grabbed the attention of fish and lured them into a position of vulnerability.

When we think of contemporary lures our thoughts most often revert to plugs, plastics, and tins. In their most fundamental forms, artificial lures have been the mainstay of non-bait fishing in the United States since the late 1800s as their use coincided with the manufacture and utilization of the first generation of conventional fishing tackle. Flies have been around even longer, with hair, wool, and feather creations dating back to ancient Macedonia. But positioned in the middle of all this a rather unique and often-overlooked form of lure that is a close first cousin to the wooden plug: The fish decoy.
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Native American fish decoy.

Fish decoys were used primarily by those fishing through the ice and were, therefore, most prevalent in colder regions of the United States and Canada. There is some belief that inhabitants of the coldest regions of northeast Asia also used fish decoys. Native Americans employed the most widelypracticed applications of ice spearing with the use fish decoys in regions of Canada, New York, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, and Alaska. There is some evidence that ancestors of modern Alaskan Eskimos used carved ivory fish decoys as far back as 1000 AD. New York State is acknowledged as one of the first places in North America where Native Americans used fish decoys as a means to catch fish. Those early native people left behind a rich legacy of decoy carving craftsmanship, replete with examples of carved fish effigies, bone and ivory hooks, and barbed spears. While fish decoys, like their waterfowl counterparts, evolved over time into forms of decorative folk art, the older, original designs were used principally as working decoys with the express objective of luring fish to the spear. Many of those fish decoy templates were the inspiration for early wooden plugs.

[image: image]

Fish decoys were the precursors to modern plugs and lures.

With the exception of the most primitive fish decoys carved from bone and ivory, early craftsmen crafted many working fish decoys from wood. These wooden lures typically resembled fish or other “critters,” such as frogs, turtles, crayfish, mice, and salamanders. For the most part, the type of fish form was irrelevant. It could be in the shape of a trout, small bass, perch, chub, catfish, bluegill, a small carp, or any number of other fish facsimiles. Profile, coloration, and size were the most important general features and elements of attraction. Size would vary from small decoys of but a few inches in length to massive decoys of fifty inches that anglers used as “coaxers” for spearing large fish like sturgeon. All sizes in between that range enticed fish such as bass, trout, walleye, perch, pike, whitefish, and muskies.
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Large carp decoys like this one were used to lure large predatory fish like pike and muskies.

Fish decoys would be either painted or retained in a natural wood state. Carved or metal fins finished the detail of a decoy to render a more realistic appearance. Lure makers occasionally burned into the wood to create a natural texture or mottled effect. Native Americans would often use leather inserted into natural-wood decoys to replicate tails and fins. Some would even carve curved bodies and tails to effect a more lifelike action when manipulated on the jigging stick. As an interesting corollary, fish decoys over time evolved into more colorful renditions of the baits they were used to imitate—much like modern plugs featuring some of the most eye-catching finishes ever applied to artificial lures. Anglers believed those vibrant colors worked best in dark and dingy waters, especially for such prized fish as pike and muskies. Eventually—and with the wider availability of hooks—it didn’t take much of a leap of faith for some enterprising soul to attach those hooks to decoys and move us down the path toward wooden plugs.
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Factory decoys were mass manufactured as an alternative to hand carved decoys.

The purpose of the fish decoy is simple: Jiggle a submerged decoy with a short jigging stick through a hole in the ice to simulate a form of live prey, wait for a predator fish like a pike to arrive and investigate the situation, and then spear the intruder. Technique varied and sometimes the angler extracted the decoy from the cold water to further agitate the game fish before spearing it. Often, the predator actually impaled itself on the spear as it attacked and grabbed the decoy in its jaws. The set-up is similar to what is still used today in modern ice fishing. By attaching the line at different tie-in locations one changes the orientation of how the decoy rests in water and how it behaves when jigged. For example, a nose-up, nose-down, or straight horizontal posture. Generally, the fish decoy moves slowly up and down at the terminal end of the jigging stick. This imparts action to the decoy that invites curious predators within range of the spear when they come to investigate the movement and disturbance.

Early spearing anglers constructed structures of small tree branches over the ice holes to block any external light distractions from interfering with the view of a fish as its bulk filled the hole. Within that darkened space, traditional Native American “spearers” would typically lie in a prone position searching the hole beneath. The fish decoy would be jigged in the hopes of attracting a food fish. When the unsuspecting fish would appear in the hole, the angler would thrust the spear hard and fast into the target. Anglers in the past fished from ice shacks and shanties similar to those still in use today for ice fishing. Although fishing methods and techniques have changed from the glory days of ice spearing to modern angling times, a fundamental concept has remained the same: fool a fish into believing your offering is authentic and you can catch it, or in the case of fish decoys, spear it.
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Fish decoy and jigging stick.

While fish decoys had a singular purpose for ice jigging, one could propose that the way in which the decoys were carved and fished had much to do with the eventual design concept for early wooden plugs. In many instances, size, shape, and use of color follow form and function from fish decoys to plugs. There is also an interesting progression in the design process for both decoys and plugs, as well as some common parallel development paths. The most obvious of these characteristics is that ice-fishing decoys characteristically resembled specific species of fish. Very early fish decoys, such as Native American decoys, most often had just natural wood finishes. In some instances those early fishermen would add pieces of subtle material like leather to form the tail section of the decoys, providing for some enticing movement when jigging the lure. We see that kind of inherent movement built into all of today’s artificial baits. As the years progressed, functional working decoys of the 1930s through the 1960s featured more vibrant colors. When fish decoys attained collectible status, many had ornate painting, and were therefore differentiated from the working fish carvings. This is much like duck decoys that are used for the hunt, compared to those that are carved and decorated for display only. Early wooden fishing plugs, like those of the Creek Chub designs, were more impressionistic in nature and intended to be fished in a manner that simulated a real bait form that was either injured or vulnerable. Those plugs were either straight and one-piece, or segmented and articulated for more action and seductive movement. Only recently have we seen contemporary plugs, both wooden and plastic, manufactured with a high degree of anatomical accuracy. This trend is quite reminiscent of peak years of fish decoy use, and a method that now occurs in many soft and hard artificial baits.
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Many of today’s modern baits are designed with a high degree of anatomical accuracy.

Although wooden fish decoys may be the predecessors of wooden fishing plugs to an extent, some plugs or lure-like gadgets can be traced back to primitive man. Yet, history has it that James Heddon, through an inadvertent action, was the first of modern-day anglers to recognize the value of a “plug” carved from a block of wood as a lure to attract and catch largemouth bass. As the legend goes, Heddon discarded a piece of wood from a whittling session by throwing it into a pond. Fate intervened and a largemouth bass struck the scrap of wood. Fascinated by this event, Heddon was motivated to refine his carvings and he ultimately created the renowned and iconic Dowagiac Casting Lure. From that point on others capitalized on the success of Heddon’s creation and a plug-building industry ensued. Those first-generation plugs were most often floating lures constructed of a lightweight wood like basswood or balsa. They were typically made into a one-piece lures but the first variation resulted in jointed lures by adding a second piece of carved wood to the primary section so as to simulate the swimming motion of a tail. Furthermore, early modifications included metal lips that enhanced the “wobble” factor of the plug during retrieval. Painted finishes that could mimic the tones and coloration of various prey, from baitfish to frogs and the juvenile stages of other game fish. Most early plugs were designed to target freshwater bass, pike, and salmon.
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Early plugs underwent constant modifications to enhance effectiveness.

Over time, the topwater orientation of plugs expanded to include lures that would sink and shimmy below the surface of the water when retrieved. This added another measure of versatility to plugs since they could now be fished at different points in the water column where fish would feed and move about. In some cases this depth penetration was the result of weight added to the plug, and in other instances it was the design or the length and angle of a “lip” that governed the depth to which the lure would dive. Some lure makers also realized the appeal of sound for attracting fish to the plugs. Concave heads create a popping sound when retrieved, hence the birth of the “popper.” In some instances lure makers inserted rattles or small metal balls into chambers of the lures to emit sound. As plastic became a more popular material for lure construction, other significant design attributions also became available. Makers could easily shape plugs into many forms and add adjuncts during the molding process, such as rattles and sound-producing chambers. As plastic lures continued to evolve, more effective and efficient suspending or neutral buoyancy baits developed from these game-changing synthetic materials. Those advancements allowed the angler to fish the lure in a manner that let it descend with minimal retrieving action. During the descent the bait could then be moved slowly, as if it was an injured or stunned baitfish attempting to regain its stability. These characteristics give an artificial lure the appearance of an easy meal, and fish respond accordingly.
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The Shimano Waxwing is an example of a modern bait that is capable of suspending when retrieved.

Those early plugs have evolved into sophisticated, fish-attracting tools. Wood and hard plastics have been joined by innovative soft plastic lures that bring an entirely new level of potential to recreational fishing both in fresh water and salt water. All forms of modern lures have advanced to a point where elements of cutting-edge science, engineering, fish physiology, and behaviors have all become integral to the design of artificial baits.


CHAPTER 2

THE RISE OF SMART BAITS

In the world of armed conflict smart munitions are those devices that can precisely impact upon a specific target with minimal collateral damage. They are typically guided weapons capable of pinpoint accuracy, the result of sophisticated guidance systems. In essence, smart weapons differ vastly from “dumb” munitions that simply follow the cry, “bombs away!” Smart devices achieve a very specific result with a high degree of precision. That too can be said for many of today’s modern artificial fishing baits.

In the world of recreational sport fishing there are a number of parallels between smart technology and contemporary fishing baits. Simply put, modern fishing baits are technologically superior to any lures that have ever been presented to fish. Some of those enhancements are attributed to the materials used in lure construction, like hi-tech, durable plastics like acrylics and other polymers, and new-age finishes that give impressions of life. Hooks are now laser sharpened to the finest points possible, and some baits anatomically replicate actual prey in appearance and movement. While older-style baits still perform with excellent results, and many are perennial favorites of freshwater and saltwater anglers alike, one has to very much appreciate the contemporary improvements of modern-age lure manufacturers that apply a new level of science to the design of their artificial baits. We are at a point in the advancement of artificial lures where there is a merging of science, technology, and art to produce unparalleled designs and quality of products offered to the angling public.

EVOLUTIONARY

Throughout the evolution of recreational fishing, artificial baits have simulated the general size, shape, and movements of natural prey. That model works well when fish are in a positive and active feeding mode. Today’s high tech “smart baits” have taken that concept one very significant step further. Their designs and materials work in concert to actually “stimulate” fish to feed when they are in either neutral or non-feeding states of behavior. This is of great value to the angler, especially when one needs to maximize time on the water. Think about the possibilities. You arrive at your favorite fishing hole to only to find that the fish are off the feed, and you have a limited amount of time available for your outing. What if you could actually turn the fish on and get them to feed when they otherwise wouldn’t? You might just view that as a small miracle. But that is not far from what some of today’s high-tech hard and soft baits can accomplish.
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